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Editorial note: This essay is a revision of a paper delivered at the University of Texas as part of An Uncanny Beauty: A 
Celebration of Deborah Hay Performance and Symposium, April 7 & 8, 2010. See Appendix B.

Midway through reading Deborah Hay’s Lamb at the 
Altar: The Story of a Dance, I wasn’t just hooked on 
the story—I was also filled with sadness. I had been 
overtaken by a sense of loss that came wrapped in words 
that chronicle the making of that eponymous dance.

I had to wrestle with this feeling again and again as I 
undertook my preparation for today’s presentation. In 
trying to understand my esteem for this artist’s work, 
I needed to confront why Deborah Hay’s writings and 
her performance are able to make me so melancholic. 
Her work compels me to consider my responsibility for 
how well I tend to the questions that she formulates as 
‘tricks’ to enter the choreography. It is as if her questions 
give shape to my doubt: doubt about who I am 
fundamentally, leading me into areas of grief that I now 
see as embedded in my body. They remind me how our 
emotional attachments are, in so many ways, arbitrary 
constructions, and that, inevitably, they will pass away.

What strikes me in Deborah’s writings is how much 
necessity she places on removing the separation 
between thinking and doing; how the activity of motion 
is not a representation of something else. I think the 
separation of emotion from action is what brings me 
closer to the solitude that I feel so acutely in her work.

Front cover of Lamb at the Altar: The Story of a Dance by Deborah Hay, 
Duke University Press, 1994. Photo by Phyllis Liedeker Finley.
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Deborah Hay’s art personifies what individualized practice in dance can mean in our field, what it can become. She 
interrogates her own consciousness with rigorous questions that forge the content of the work she creates—on herself 
or with others—and which, in turn, challenges us to wrestle with the same questions when responding to what we see.

At a workshop in New York City on March 28, 2010, Deborah says:

“Dance training subverts my ability to separate 
from my personal experience.”1

I am no longer a professional dancer. I stopped dancing 17 years ago with any regularity. It is a good week when I can get to 
the gym four times where I do two sets of stretches in addition to time on cardiovascular equipment. I have never practiced 
yoga, Pilates, or meditation with any regularity, though in an earlier life I was introduced to each of these practices.

Deborah says:

“Our culture prizes the objectification of what we 
know—asks us to store it—not to release it.”2

Why is it that I feel so fully engaged with the questions posed by Deborah Hay? The fact is I want more thinking like 
Deborah’s in my community—not in imitation of her work, but engaged in the rigor that it calls forth. We want work 
that confounds expectations as to how and why dance happens. Isn’t that the point for any art—to excavate knowing? 
Deborah’s ideas liberate dance as they also create a discourse for it as a democratic impulse: Every body does it. 
Deborah writes, “What if where I am is what I need?” This question—along with others—is offered at the front of the 
dance score for No Time to Fly and was part of the workshop description for Practicing Performance.3 These queries 
ask for our attention and in the dance we see how they wed ideas to physicality.

Deborah Hay in Voilà, choreography by Deborah Hay, 1996. Photo by Todd V. Wolfson, 
from page 37 of My Body, the Buddhist by Deborah Hay, with foreword by Susan Foster, 
Wesleyan University Press, 2000.
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These are not softball questions, crunchy granola truisms to make you feel good. They are foundational motivators 
that mark how Deborah uncovers her own consciousness. Her self-critique goes far beyond what I find in many 
artists. Frequently I hear artists express more concern about biographical rationale and stylistic preferences than 
interest in physical exploration as the basis for their esthetic values.

Deborah’s interrogation of the body’s relationship to itself can be unsettling. The questions she asks can become, 
in fact, confrontational. This is where I feel the issue of responsibility emerges. The work that Deborah follows 
(what Tere O’Conner calls “lines of research”) is also meant to provoke the audience: How do I know—how am I 
capable of knowing—what my body feels? If I am not responsible for knowing this, who is? Am I not willing or able, 
or do I not want to intervene in this process? What happens then?

Deborah says:

“How do I create tricks to maintain a 
non‑attachment to the personal experience?”4

The idea of non-attachment in this question is declared with an insistence that leads me to hear Deborah’s own 
search within the question. This is not rhetoric simply to elicit a particular understanding or interpretation from the 
listener, but a question formed by the passion of her own engagement with the ideas she is putting forth. Isn’t that 
her challenge to us: how engaged are we?

In my listening I also hear the silence embedded on the other side of the question, a silence that makes me listen 
hard for fear there will be nothing to uncover in response. I do not believe these questions are singular to Deborah, 
that others have not asked them before—probably for centuries or millennia. But there is something different going 
on here, something remarkably brave: how each gesture we make exists in an arc that carries both its beginning 
and end. “Wherever I am dying is,” she writes.

Left: Scott Heron in Voilà, choreography by Deborah Hay, 1997. Photo by Tom Brazil, from page 36 of My Body, The Buddhist.
Center: Image from lamb, lamb, lamb..., choreography by Deborah Hay, 1991. Photo by Phyllis Liedeker Finley, from the front cover of Lamb at the Altar.
Right: Image from lamb, lamb, lamb..., choreography by Deborah Hay, 1991. Photo by Phyllis Liedeker Finley, from page 75 of Lamb at the Altar.
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Deborah says: 

“I need to trick myself into being interested in 
being here, seeing time passing, staying here. 

Here. Gone. Here. Gone. Here. Gone.”5

Deborah Hay is an artist whose 380 trillion cells will not be duplicated in another body, even as she admits to how 
significantly they have been impacted by every relationship she has ever had in the past or will have in the future. 
She asks her questions from where she is now, freshly and insistently, because each moment is born new, and the 
questions will be renewed in the content of the work.

Deborah says:

“Right now my sense of practice is to learn 
without thinking: that is my practice. It is about 

me, my experience, not anyone else’s.”6

Looting—the act of looting, involving both a perp and a victim—strikes me as a central theme of My Body, the 
Buddhist. The idea of looting comes from a passage in the text that outlines a libretto documenting a dream about a 
medieval hunter. This recovered dream brought the book into haunting focus for me. I saw the action of the looter 
serving as an interpretive thread into Deborah’s choreographic mind.

At the March 2010 workshop in New York she spoke about the need to “…[trick] ourselves out of our thinking 
mind; out of our…history of habits.” Isn’t this how Deborah guides herself and her dancers: that they need to loot 
their lives in order to find their consciousness? I believe the process of looting—of taking everything and anything 
she can find within her physical, emotional, or intellectual grasp is how Deborah finds—no, takes—her own body 
back from the social context in which she and the rest of us exist.

Images from lamb, lamb, lamb…, choreography by Deborah Hay, 1991. Photos by Phyllis Liedeker Finley, from Lamb at the Altar, left: p. 13, right: p. 27. 
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I find many dance artists (at least in Philadelphia) reticent to call themselves choreographers—preferring to call 
themselves movement directors, or just directors, or movement artists. They feel that the word “choreographer” 
is too delimiting as a descriptor of what they do or, rather, what they want to do. Yet Deborah still owns the values 
contained in this word as she, through her career, has transformed its meaning to accommodate her own terms.

I would say that consciousness is the mother lode from which her choreographic thinking and her teaching emerge. 
She wants us to know the full life of her (read “our”) body—all 380 trillion cells and counting. Nothing less will 
do. She writes: “I recognize my choreography when I see a dancer’s self-regulated transcendence of his/her 
choreographed body within in a movement sequence that distinguishes one dance from another.”7 Choreography 
here is about consciousness made manifest through the performer. This is the deep song of her dancing, her object 
of desire—consciousness: hers and that of her audience.

So, I have come to wonder, is Deborah using my consciousness—as I participate in the performance as an audience 
member—to create her dance? Is this looting of my consciousness a goal of Deborah’s dances? While this may 
subvert the intention of the artist’s stated goals—that the work is all about her—isn’t looting in this sense the 
objective of any theatrical art?

The dances I have seen choreographed by Deborah, along with her written chronicles, trigger thoughts about the nature 
of my own responsibility as an audience member. There are times when I may not always be able to tell you exactly why 
something happens in a dance by Deborah Hay, other than to physically describe the action in front of me. However, she 
accomplishes what she sets out to do: calling out the need to be attentive to the body. Me, my fellow audience members, 
the dancers in her group work, Deborah herself—each of us are implicated in responding to the faceted question: How 
do we understand the life of our own bodies? How am I able to re-see dance and the ideas contained in the body? She 
marshals her material for larger ends, helping us to see more deeply into dance as a form of intelligence, rediscovering its 
capacity for ideas, understanding more fully what the body knows. “The dance is how I learn without thinking.”8

Left: Deborah Hay in Voilà, choreography by Deborah Hay, 1997. Photo by Tom Brazil, from page 39 of My Body, the Buddhist.
Right: Image from lamb, lamb, lamb..., choreography by Deborah Hay, 1991. Photo by Phyllis Liedeker Finley, from the title page of Lamb at the Altar.
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Deborah says:

“That beautiful thing about dance: drawing 
our attention, allowing us to see, really see, 

time passing; sadness and beauty.”9

Deborah Hay makes dances that become emblematic of the communities who perform them. In both Lamb at the 
Altar and My Body, the Buddhist, she describes in detail how within these voluntary associations she negotiates the 
politics of the group. Deborah works within the form of her body as it exists in real time and space. In contrast, the 
totem figure that slips in and out of view in No Time to Fly is not the representation of an image, but is the vision of her 
body’s internal, choreographic image. This dialectic is always present in Hay: the oscillation between other bodies 
and her own. Lovingly she reminds us that every body contains the trillions of cells that make “being seen” possible.

Inevitably, Deborah does manipulate the audience’s experience and in this she reveals similarities with other 
choreographers. I would not say, however, that her work is somehow more pure—it is just that the motivating ideas yield 
content that is about the transition of the life of the body one moment, one movement at a time. Our attention returns to 
the body in ways that are more complex than what either the representation or abstraction of image can convey on its own.

Drawings by Deborah Hay, from pages 66, 70, 72, and 74 in Lamb at the Altar.
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How many seconds have we lived—right now? Each second brings Deborah again and again to the realization that it 
is cellular consciousness that takes her whole body along as its own teacher. From her dance lessons as a child, to her 
engagement with Judson creativity, through the era of the Warren Street Loft, through Merce she arrived in Austin to 
become part of her own “unobstructed field of vision,” arriving at this non-representational cellular level of dance.

Deborah says:

“My dance training was not enough material 
to feed me as a dancer-choreographer; for 

others, yes, this may be enough but for me, no. 
Not for 40 years has it been enough.”10

I think we are missing something, however, if we only look at the work in relationship to the questions that 
choreographically motivate it, no matter how provocative they may be. In our relationship with ourselves, no matter 
how rigorous our practice, is it ever possible to sever the body from the context through which it has moved—to 
only consider the inner imperatives that make motion possible kinetically, anatomically, cellularly?

Deborah says:

“I am choreographing how I am seeing.”11

Deborah’s choreography is about both the native and the non-native parts of our existence; I can slip in and out of 
watching Deborah perform inside and outside her body. I see the body talk to itself—leg to torso or foot, or arm and 
hand to head—and see the performer discover other bodies around her as she makes her map of the stage.

Dress rehearsal of Deborah Hay in No Time to Fly, choreographed by Deborah Hay.  
Photo by Rino Pizzi, December 11, 2009.
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I love this part of Deborah’s story: that you see all of her as well as those that begat her as part of her dancing body.

There was a moment in reading Lamb at the Altar when I knew I was hooked, that the book had actually become a 
page-turner for me and that I cared about what was going to happen—that I had to keep reading. It was around the 
time of Chris McCarthy’s incarceration in the Austin jail on page 35 when I had this realization. Chris, for those of 
you who have not read the book, was a gregarious participant involved in making this large group dance. His history 
with the ensemble was many-sided and his sudden loss was a dramatic intervention in the unfolding narrative: a 
dancer gone rogue. I was in love with this story.

Deborah’s approach to chronicling her dancing life accumulates over time, page by page, dance by dance. It 
involves obsessive detail in one sense. It also charts with gratifying materiality her ongoing negotiation of the 
dynamics of power and powerlessness that come with organizing schedules, directing performers, of being both a 
leader and a follower in a creative practice with others. It is the nature of community, the dance of the ‘me of we.’

Her choreography is what we see—tilted arm walk, stepping circle pattern on the diagonal, describing a particular 
route across the stage, our field of vision. Her writing is what we hear, marking our way with questions to help us 
experience all of our 380 trillion cells, and counting.

Indeed, what if everything we need is here?

Left and center: Dress rehearsal of Deborah Hay in No Time to Fly, choreographed by Deborah Hay. Photos by Rino Pizzi, December 11, 2009.
Right: Partial image from lamb, lamb, lamb..., choreography by Deborah Hay, 1991. Photo by Phyllis Liedeker Finley, from page 92 of Lamb at the Altar.
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APPENDIX A, continued:
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APPENDIX B:
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APPENDIX C
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APPENDIX D
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APPENDIX D, continued:

The Pew Center for Arts & Heritage | 1608 Walnut Street, 18th Floor | Philadelphia, PA 19103
phone: 267.350.4970 | fax: 267.350.4998 | www.pcah.us/dance | danceadvance@pcah.us
© 2012 The Pew Center for Arts & Heritage


